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Sermon and Rector’s Report Parish Annual Meeting 
The reflection on that Gospel passage provided with the ABM resources for Lent reads in part:  
At an extraordinary dinner after Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, Mary does an extraordinary 
thing. The costly ointment, the wiping of feet with hair, the house filled with fragrant perfume – all 
these evoke images of extravagant gestures and abundant generosity. Superficially, this can be seen 
as a shameful waste and an unseemly demonstration of emotion. ... 
 
Judas ... suggests something more practical could have been done. Jesus’ response to Judas is 
sharp – let Mary be and do, and don’t use the poor as an excuse for not doing what needs to be 
done now. This is not a denial of our responsibility to respond to poverty with compassion and 
justice. Rather it is an affirmation of our freedom to choose to respond to unique moments in our 
lives where we can love with Mary’s generous extravagance and abundant generosity in the matters 
of life and death we encounter. (end quote) 
 
For all of us the most important matter of life and death we encounter is our individual and 
collective response to the wasteful love of God expressed in the saving events at the heart of 
Christian faith – the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Each of us individually is responsible for 
our own personal response – as we approach Holy Week and Easter perhaps the questions we could 
all helpfully ask ourselves are “what does Mary’s extravagance and generosity – her obvious 
affection for Jesus, her public display of emotion have to say to me? In what way is my response to 
God’s love shown in Jesus the same as hers? In what way is it different? What is the level of my 
emotions – how passionate am I about my relationship with God? Does there need to be an inner 
shift – so that the words of the Hymn we sung earlier are true for us Breathe on me, breath of God, 
and all my life refine, until this earthly part of me glows with your fire divine - maybe this Holy 
Week and our various services and activities can provide an opportunity for that to happen. 
 
As well as our personal individual responses to God’s wasteful love shown to us in Christ there is 
our collective response as God’s people, the body of Christ as we seek to collectively be church 
here at St Mark’s Sth Hurstville. The occasion of our Annual Parish Meeting today is an appropriate 
time to reflect on how that has been given expression over the past year, to recognise the good 
things that have and are happening, to acknowledge our weaknesses and shortcomings and taking 
account of the opportunities and challenges that lie before us to recommit ourselves to the ongoing 
task of living out Kingdom life and love – seeking to be a signpost to another order, another way of 
life, another kingdom. That there is a force more powerful, than the world’s usual resort to power 
and violence – that of love and non-violence! 
 
At times it is easy to get discouraged when one thinks about the church in the modern world – a 
world which is vastly different to that in which most of us grew up, when the church was much 
more at the centre of the community and of people’s lives. Those were the days when most 
churches, including St Mark’s had large Sunday Schools and Youth groups. The question of how 
we meaningfully connect with young people and their families is not only a key issue for us here at 
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St Mark’s but for most churches in Australia and for that matter in nations of the so called 
Developed world.  
 
Whilst not wanting to diminish the importance of that issue, the dearth of children, teenagers and 
young adults here at St Mark’s is a constant concern to me, and I know to many of you, it is 
important to get things in perspective and to not lose sight of the positives such as: 
� The new people who have joined us over the past year to 18 months; 
� The strengthening of relationships with and ministry to residents and staff at MAV; 
� Our increased profile in the local community through links with RSL, advocacy re the Tavern’s 

trading hours, Clean up Australia Day, the continued success of the Fete and Art Show, 
involvement in Kids Hope Aus at Connell’s Point Public School, the music concerts organised 
by Lois Little and her team, Lois and Jennifer King’s involvement in the Chaplaincy team at St 
George Hospital, positive relationship with St Mark’s Pre-school,  stronger links with Kyle Bay 
Lions Club (Auction, Men’s breakfast and Clean up Australia). 

� The Parish Council planning day in late January – that 40 people came and participated was 
terrific and already some of the ideas talked about that day are being given expression – Men’s 
breakfast Sat week ago with 26 people present; plans for social issues forums. 

� Increased involvement in Lent groups and activities. 
� Support for mission – ABM; Democratic Republic of Congo and Barbara Ferguson 
� Particular highlights of past year were the second, and I hope now annual, Volunteer Service 

and Luncheon and of course our 90th Anniversary weekend celebrations last August.  
 
We do indeed have much to give thanks to God for – and as Rector I in particular give thanks to 
God to you – the people of St Mark’s – for your collective faithfulness and love and support for 
each other and for Pam and I, particularly over the past few weeks with Pam’s ill health. 
 
I suspect some of you will be thinking, yes it’s good to affirm the positives, but I’m concerned 
about the future and that we don’t seem to be growing in numbers and most of the active people are 
getting on in years.  And yes indeed we do need to focus on growing the church – with that in mind 
I want to share with you part of what Philip Bradford has to say in his president’s reflections in the 
latest issue of the AT Newsletter and I quote: “...the aim of growing our congregations has much to 
commend it. The positive effect of the (diocesan) mission and Connect 09 which grew out of it is 
that parishes have been encouraged to be innovative and imaginative in their evangelism ... 
Whether we are in ordained ministry or committed laypeople we are all delighted when we see 
people coming to faith and growing in faith. Our Lord's great commission 'to go and make disciples 
of all nations' as stated in the closing verses of Matthew's Gospel, remains relevant for all 
Christians. But it is also true that the mission has had its down side: the emphasis on numerical 
growth has led to considerable discouragement and even depression among some clergy ... Many 
clergy feel pressured to perform and to keep the statistics favourable. If one's congregation is not 
growing significantly then the temptation is to feel that you are failing, or not working hard enough. 
I remember leaving a Connect 09 meeting last year and hearing one minister remark, 'How much 
more do they expect us to do?' We have forgotten that God calls us to be faithful, but not 
necessarily successful. We also easily forget that it is the Holy Spirit who brings people to faith and 
the spirit does this in many different ways, often unexpected. 
 
It is interesting that in Paul's prayers for the churches found in Ephesians, Philippians and 
Colossians he never prays that they will grow numerically. Instead he prays that 'their love may 
overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight' (Phil. 1.9); he prays that they will have 'a 
spirit of spirit of wisdom and revelation' as they come to know Christ more (Eph.1.17) and he prays 
that they will 'lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every good 
work.' I believe we have become so focused on evangelism that we have neglected the spiritual 
growth of our congregations and in particular their pastoral needs. We have been so busy planning 
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the next big evangelistic outreach that we have neglected the sick, the lonely and the marginalized 
in our congregations.  (End quote) 
Much wisdom in that from Philip who rightly points us to two key foci of our collective life: 

• Spiritual growth and 
• Pastoral care. 

 
As I have intimated above the latter is a strength of St Mark’s – it is one of the things which people 
often mention about this community – the quality and depth of love and support they experience in 
this community. We need to build on that strength – Philip reminds us that for the New Testament 
church growth came as a by-product of being vital caring Christian communities. 
 
But spiritual growth is not our strong point – too few people seem interested in taking up the 
opportunities to explore and deepen our faith. Our corporate prayer life –apart from Sunday worship 
is virtually non-existent which troubles me. I’m hoping when Barbara Ferguson after Easter brings 
back the idea of prayer triplets, a regular prayer group and a parish telephone prayer chain many 
more will want to participate than the one or 2 or responded last month.  
 
Under Barbara Booth’s leadership we will also be providing other opportunities for growing in faith 
together to build on the small but encouraging beginnings of our Lent activities especially the 
Sunday night sessions lead by Doug Golding. 
 
Now I do not want to leave you depressed and feeling discouraged so let me finish by saying that I 
am optimistic about the future – why so? It is optimism based not on who we are and our abilities or 
lack thereof – but on God. Did you hear in that passage from Isaiah what God said to the people of 
Israel when they were in captivity in Babylon – they of all people had reason to be depressed and 
discouraged – in captivity in a strange and alien land - Do not remember the former things, or 
consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive 
it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert. ... for I give water in the wilderness, 
rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself so that 
they might declare my praise. (Isaiah 43.18,19 and 20b, 21)  
 
Just as God did a new thing and brought the Israelites out of exile, back home again so I am 
convinced that as we seek to be faithful to God’s call to us to BE God’s people, putting our trust in 
God and not ourselves that God will indeed do a new thing in our midst. That inasmuch as we allow 
God to form us as God’s people – and that’s the key thing, allowing God to form us, change us, 
mould us – we will find ourselves declaring God’s praise for like the Psalmist we will be able to 
say,  Truly the Lord has done great things for us (Ps 126.4) – has done, is doing and we know will 
continue to do great things with and for us! 

__________________________________ 


